LA ROCHELLE
decisive battle, an impossible chase, a hand-to-hand fight
in which the combatants could not recognise each other.
The result of this bold stroke was that, despite a desperate
intervention of Buckingham, who tried to set fire to ships
right beneath the guns of the fort and was violently re-
pulsed, the besieged garrison were provided with stores
and munitions to last them for over a month.
On the spot Richelieu could see instantly the nature
of the problem: Toiras had provisions to hold out until
November 13, but not beyond; meanwhile, it might prove
possible to give some supplies to the Fort de la Free, but
it was unlikely that the surprise sally could be repeated
after this first almost miraculous success. Accordingly, it
was necessary to compel the English to withdraw before
November 14, or else the island would be lost and La
Rochelle saved. The loss of Re would involve that of
Oleron, a rich and fertile island, and the Protestants would
thus hold an impregnable base.
That the English might be expelled from Re was
Richelieu's conclusion.
He prepared the operation with Napoleonic vigour and
precision. As base and starting-point of the attack he chose
the island of Oleron, to which he crossed in a heavy sea,
after assembling 6,000 men and 3,000 horses in reinforce-
ment. The royal troops rallied with a crusading enthusiasm
behind them, kindled not by the Cardinal, who was waging
a political struggle, but by the King, more devout than
his minister. When the English realised the importance of
the move they became demoralised, in fear of being driven
into the sea. Then, in a desperate resolve, Buckingham
attacked the Fort Saint-Martin, garrisoned by Toiras and
his men, before the King's troops had disembarked. It
was a great fight, heroic on both sides, but lost beforehand
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